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The purpose of this study was to determine the attitudes and perceptions of 
Extension agents related to Tennessee Extension professional associations.  The guiding 
question for this study was: what are the attitudes and perceptions of Extension agents 
towards Extension professional association membership?  Data collection methods 
included one-on-one interviews with 13 participants who were either members or 
nonmembers. Data were analyzed using a thematic analysis method.  This allowed for 
emerging themes from members, nonmembers and both groups to come forth.  Results of 
this study were divided into the following categories: (a) members and nonmembers, (b) 
members, and (c) nonmembers.  Themes common to members and nonmembers were (a) 
networking and connection, (b) membership costs, and (c) value.  Member only themes 
included: (a) awards and (b) motivation to join.  Nonmember only themes included: (a) 
lack of information and functional understanding and (b) recruitment.  Recommendations 
for future research revolve around determining specifics of motivation, how to create 
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Professional associations represent virtually every occupation and industry from 
pet sitters to plastic surgeons (Nesbit & Gazley, 2012).  These associations educate, train, 
and credential people in occupational fields and advocate for mutual interests of all the 
professionals involved (Nesbit & Gazley, 2012).  Association membership also 
empowers individuals to personally and professionally develop their democratic values 
and cooperative norms (Coffe & Geys, 2007). 
Professional development is defined as processes and activities designed for 
professionals to further develop their clientele or practices and improve their professional 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Yurdakul, Uslu, Cakar, & Yildiz, 2014).  Professional 
development has been found to make change easier as it is an instrument of reformation, 
restructuring, and transformation (Yurdakul, et al, 2014).  Moreover, Yurdakul, Uslu, 
Cakar, and Yildiz (2014) considered professional development to be a continuous job-
embedded process rather than short term events.  For professionals to be most effective in 
their respective fields, they must have up-to-date knowledge in their field along with the 
skills for providing their service (Brener, et. al., 2013).  Professional development is one 
way to obtain this type of expertise (Brenner, McManus, Wechlser, & Kann, 2013) and  
is considered a part of the lifelong learning process (Yurdakul, et al, 2014).    
Professional development can increase confidence and provide opportunity to 
learn innovative techniques and exchange ideas with colleagues (Brener, et al, 2013).  
However, Rennekamp and Nall (1994) pointed out professional growth, or development, 
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is a selective process because the opportunities are not done to meet a need specified in 
advance which, in turn, may not strengthen the areas that need development.  Petway 
(2014) suggested professional development is most effective for the professional when it 
addresses individual needs seen in goals and personal plans.  The continual deepening of 
knowledge and skills is an integral part of the development of any professional (Boyle, 
While, & Boyle, 2004), including Extension professionals (Debord & Sawyers, 1995).   
Bradley and Baker (2014) listed five reasons to invest, both time and money, in 
professional development and they include: (a) clientele expectations of professionals to 
be subject matter experts, (b) development of primary and complementary skills, (c) 
education and knowledge provides credibility related to job, agency, and profession, (d) 
facilitates improvement within the agency with better practices, and (e) the best leaders 
share knowledge and encourage others to learn and develop.  These are not meant to be 
the definitive reasons for professional development but tips as a starting point to support 
professional development (Bradley & Baker, 2014).   
Boyle, While, and Boyle (2004) indicated traditional approaches to professional 
development, such as short workshops or conference attendance, do foster awareness or 
interest in deepening their knowledge and skills but are insufficient to foster learning that 
alters what and how educators teach.  Similarly, Boyle et. al. (2004) noted the most likely 
professional development activities that produce sustained learning opportunities include 
networks where groups link in person to explore and discuss topics of interest, pursue 
common goals, and share information and address common concerns. The United States 
Department of Education (1999) studied educator professional development and found 
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teachers who participated in collaborative activities (i.e. networking, mentoring, and 
planning together) were more likely to improve their teaching. Similarly, the National 
Research Council (2000) stated the most successful professional development activities 
occur overtime and encourage learning communities that have shared experiences and 
discourse.  
One venue for professional development activities like the networks described 
above are Extension associations in Tennessee (Burney, 2008; TAAA&S, 2014; 
Tennessee Association of Extension 4-H Workers, 2006).  All Extension professional 
associations in Tennessee purport in their mission statement to encourage professionalism 
and professional improvement (Burney, 2008; TAAA&S, 2014; Tennessee Association 
of Extension 4-H Workers, 2006). However, there is limited literature on Extension 
professional associations including Extension associations in the state of Tennessee. The 
paragraphs that follow will provide a brief history of Tennessee Extension and 
background information on the Extension professional associations in Tennessee.   
Tennessee Extension spans back to 1911 when the first six county Extension 
agents were hired (Taylor, 2010).  These agents were farmers working part-time to teach 
farming practices by demonstration methods (Taylor, 2010).  In 1912, Dr. Brown Ayres 
announced public plans for what would become the formal Extension structure in which 
each county could employ an agricultural expert who would educate county farmers by 
increasing the availability of research-based information and practices throughout 
Tennessee (Taylor, 2010). Today, Tennessee Extension serves 4.3 million Tennesseans, 
1.9 million 4-Her’s, 495,000 farmers, 396,000 Food Stamp recipients, and 68,000 
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volunteers (University of Tennessee Extension, 2014).  The aforementioned groups are 
reached through the work of approximately 325 Extension agents in program areas of 
agriculture, family and consumer sciences, and 4-H youth development (University of 
Tennessee Extension, 2014).  In addition, Extension agents educate individuals in subject 
areas such as animal health, communication, farm techniques, food preservation, and 
personal finance (University of Tennessee Extension, 2014). As a result, the professional 
development needs of Extension employees varies greatly due to the variety of 
stakeholders mentioned above and have resulted in multiple Extension associations in 
Tennessee: (a) Tennessee Extension Association of Family and Consumer Sciences, (b) 
Tennessee Association of Extension 4-H Workers , and (c) Tennessee Association of 
Agricultural Agents and Specialists. 
The Tennessee Extension Association of Family and Consumer Sciences 
(TEAFCS) is the state affiliate of the National Extension Association of Family and 
Consumer Sciences (NEAFCS) and is committed to strengthening and improving the 
professional standards of Extension educators working in the area of family and 
consumer sciences (Burney, 2008).  NEAFCS came to be in 1933 during the annual 
meeting of the American Home Economics Association (NEAFCS, 2012). Today, the 
objectives of state affiliate TEAFCS are (a) provide a permanent state organization for 
Family and Consumer Science Educators of the Tennessee Extension, (b) strengthen and 
improve professional standards, (c) provide opportunity for recognition of outstanding 
leadership and achievement, (d) provide media for the exchange of ideas and methods, 
(e) promote fellowship among its members, and (f) strengthen regional associations and 
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stimulate membership participation (Burney, 2008, Who We Are para. 2).  The 
organization is available to any Extension employee working in the family and consumer 
sciences or home economics program area and has a minimum of a bachelor of science or 
arts degree (Burney, 2008).   
The Tennessee Association of Extension 4-H Workers (TAE4-HW) is the state 
affiliate of the National Association of Extension 4-H Agents (TEA4-HW, 2006).  
Tennesseans participated on the national level individually until 1973 when a delegation 
of six Tennessee members attended the national meeting in Roanoke, Virginia to learn 
more about the organization (TAE4-HW, 2006).  In 1976, a state meeting was held with 
33 agents in attendance and the first constitution and officers were approved (TAE4-HW, 
2006).  Today the objectives of TAE4-HW are: (a) to encourage professional 
improvement and improve professionalism among its members, (b) to provide a medium 
for the exchange of ideas and methods as they relate to 4-H programs, and (c) to promote 
cooperation among all Extension workers and strengthen the total Extension program 
(TAE4-HW, 2006, Home para. 2).  Membership is available to all staff members of 
Tennessee Extension who promote and/or work with the 4-H program and pay annual 
dues (TAE4-HW, 2006).   
The Tennessee Association of Agricultural Agents and Specialists (TAAA&S) 
cited its beginnings to be concurrent with the onset of Extension programming in 
Tennessee in the early 1900s (TAAA&S, 2014).  The national affiliate is the National 
Association of County Agricultural Agents (NACAA), and the national association 
recognizes 1916 as the first year for an organized national meeting of any Extension 
 
6 
professional association (NACAA, 2014).  TAAA&S exists to promote the agricultural 
interests of individuals in Tennessee and provide research based-education from the 
Tennessee land grant colleges, including both the University of Tennessee and Tennessee 
State University Extension programs (TAAA&S, 2014).  In addition, the organization 
seeks to (a) encourage mutual helpfulness among its members, (b) encourage a high 
standard of professional performances among workers, (c) promote programs that will 
improve professional training, (d) equitable compensations, and (e) a retirement program 
for all Extension workers and adequate coverage by insurance programs (TAAA&S, 
2014, Mission & Objectives section).  Any Extension professional is eligible for 
membership (TAAA&S, 2014, How to Join section, para. 1).   
Statement of the Problem 
 There is limited literature on Extension professional associations in Tennessee.  In 
the University of Tennessee’s Professional Growth:  A Workbook for Planning Personal 
Development, professional association membership is encouraged as a source of 
professional development (Richart & Byrd, 2005).  Approximately 250 Extension agents 
are a member of one or more professional associations in Tennessee (Burney, 2008; 
TAAA&S, 2006; Tennessee Association of Extension 4-H Workers, 2006). With 
approximately 325 agents eligible in the Tennessee Extension system (University of 
Tennessee Institute of Agriculture, 2015), the professional association membership is not 
alarming, but an analysis of current members and nonmembers’ attitudes and perception 
of Extension professional associations in Tennessee should provide information that can 
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be used by the associations to improve membership benefits and address concerns of 
current nonmembers.  
Purpose and Research Question 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the attitudes and perceptions of 
Extension agents regarding Extension professional associations in Tennessee. The 
following question guided this study: What are the attitudes and perceptions of Extension 
agents towards Extension professional association membership?  This study sought to 
answer this question from a member and nonmember’s perspective. 
Significance and Stakeholders 
 This study seeks to add knowledge to the limited literature regarding Extension 
professional association membership and participation.  Most statewide professional 
associations exist as an affiliate of a national association (Burney, 2008; TAAA&S, 2014; 
Tennessee Extension Association of 4-H Workers, 2006).  Though this study seeks 
information from Tennessee Extension professionals, other state affiliates may gain 
insight into membership trends and perceptions as a result of this study.  This study could 
also provide an opportunity to increase the effectiveness of professional associations in 
Tennessee Extension.   
Specifically, the information derived from this study should aid leaders of 
professional associations to better understand their target audiences which in turn would 
assist marketing and tailoring of benefits and incentives to join a professional association.  
Outcomes from this study will also be meaningful for Extension county directors and 
administrators seeking to improve the skills of Extension employees.  Information on 
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Extension agents’ attitudes and perceptions of Extension professional associations will 
aid Extension administrators in fostering collaboration between professional associations 
and Extension. 
Limitations of the Study 
 This study was bound by the participants and available resources.  Resources 
limited the number of Extension agents that participated and contextual characteristics 
influence transferability. Therefore, generalizations derived from this study should be 
done so with caution as findings may not be transferable to other state or national 
Extension professional associations. 
Assumptions of the Study 
 The following assumptions were made for this study: 
 Participants responded truthfully. 
 Participants felt free to contribute.  
 
Definition of Terms 
 The following terms were operationally defined for this study: 
 Tennessee Extension is operationally defined as the Extension organization in 
Tennessee consisting of the University of Tennessee Extension and Tennessee 
State University Cooperative Extension. 
 Extension agent is an Extension professional working in one of the three major 
program areas of Tennessee Extension.  Those program areas are agriculture, 
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family and consumer sciences, and 4-H youth development (University of 
Tennessee Extension, 2014).   
 Extension professional associations are defined as associations with Extension 
emphasis and include the Tennessee Association of Agriculture Agents and 
Specialists, Tennessee Extension Association for Family and Consumer Sciences, 
Tennessee Association of Extension 4-H Workers, and the Omega Chapter of 
Epsilon Sigma Phi. 
 Attitudes are the degree to which a person has a favorable or unfavorable 
evaluation of the behavior in question (Ajzen, 1991).   
 Perception is defined through the Theory of Planned Behavior as perceived 
behavior control and refers to an individual’s view of the ease or difficulty of 
performing an action or behavior of interest (Ajzen, 1991).   
 Intrinsic motivation is engaging in an activity because of its satisfaction as 
opposed to a distinguishable consequence (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
 Extrinsic motivation is defined as engaging in an activity to obtain an outcome 











Chapter 1 provided an overview of Extension professional associations in 
Tennessee. The primary purpose of this study was to determine the attitudes and 
perceptions of Extension professionals regarding professional association membership 
and involvement. Chapter 1 also provided the objectives that framed this study.  This 
chapter describes the theoretical framework and literature relevant to professional 
association membership and participation.     
Theoretical Framework 
 The theoretical bases for this study are the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 
1991) and andragogy, a concept made known by Knowles (1968). The theory of planned 
behavior is an extension of the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen, 1991) and is based on 
the assumption that human beings usually behave in a sensible manner, they take account 
of available information and implicitly or explicitly consider the implications of their 
actions (Ajzen, 2005).  There are three constructs that Ajzen (1991) suggested influence 
an individual’s intentions or motivation of performing behaviors: a) the attitude toward 
the behavior, b) perceived behavior control, and c) subjective norms. Figure 2.1 provides 




Figure 1. Theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 2005, p. 118) 
 
Ajzen (1991) described attitude toward the behavior as the degree to which a 
person has a favorable or unfavorable evaluation of the behavior in question.  The 
importance of attitudes and other constructs in the prediction of intention varies across 
behaviors and situations (Ajzen, 1991).  The theory assumes the relative importance of 
attitude toward the behavior, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control depends, 
in part, on the intention under investigation (Ajzen, 2005).  For some intentions, attitude 
considerations are more important than social norm considerations, while for other 
intentions social norms may dominate (Ajzen, 2005).  The attitude toward the behavior is 
determined by the person’s evaluation of the outcomes associated with the behavior and 
by the strength of these associations (Ajzen, 2005).   
Perceived behavioral control refers to a person’s perception of the ease or 
difficulty of performing the behavior of interest (Ajzen, 1991).  A person’s behavior is 




1991).  According to the theory of planned behavior, perceived behavioral control can be 
used directly to predict behavior achievement (Ajzen, 1991). Intentions and perception of 
control must be assessed in relation to the behavior of interest (Ajzen, 1991).  People who 
believe they do not have the resources or opportunities to perform a certain behavior are 
unlikely to form strong behavioral intentions to engage in the behavior even if they hold 
favorable attitudes toward the behavior and believe important others would approve of 
their performing the behavior (Ajzen, 2005).   
Subjective norm refers to the perceived social pressure to perform or not to 
perform the behavior (Ajzen, 1991).  Ajzen (2005) stated subjective norms are a function 
of belief or perception that specific individuals or groups approve or disapprove of 
performing the behavior.  For many behaviors, the individuals in reference are parents, 
spouse, close friends, and co-workers (Ajzen, 2005).   
Furthermore, a central factor in the theory of planned behavior is an individual’s 
intentions, which are assumed to capture the motivational factors that influence a 
behavior (Ajzen, 1991).  Behavioral achievement depends on intentions or motivation 
factors (Ajzen, 1991).  Intentions are indicators of how hard people are willing to try and 
how much effort they plan to exert to perform a behavior (Ajzen, 1991).  Ajzen (1991) 
clarified intention can be found in behavior only if the person has a choice on whether or 
not to do the behavior.   
Motivation can be further developed to be intrinsic or extrinsic based on self-
determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Intrinsic motivation is completing an activity 
for satisfaction rather than a distinguishable outcome (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  This type of 
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motivation is a critical piece in cognitive, social and physical development because it is 
acting on one’s inherent interests that provides growth in knowledge and/or skills (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000).  Ryan and Deci (2000) focused on intrinsic motivation in regards to the 
natural need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness.  Extrinsic motivation is opposite 
of intrinsic motivation because it focuses on completing a task to obtain a distinguishable 
outcome (Ryan & Deci, 2000).   
Ajzen (1991) stated a general rule of thumb is that the more favorable the attitude 
and subjective norm with respect to the behavior, and the greater the perceived behavioral 
control, the stronger an individual’s intention to perform the behavior in consideration.  
In some instances, one may find only attitudes have a significant impact on intentions, 
while in other situations, attitudes and perceived behavioral control are sufficient to 
determine intentions (Ajzen, 1991). In other instances, all three determinants or 
constructs (attitude toward behavior, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control) 
may be needed to account for intentions (Ajzen, 1991).  Ajzen (2005) stated one can 
obtain a direct measure of perceived behavioral control by asking people whether they 
believe they are capable of performing the behavior of interest and whether they believe 
that doing so is completely under their control.  
The second theoretical base used in this study was andragogy. Andragogy is 
based on the Greek word aner plus the stem andre meaning man, not boy or adult 
(Carpenter-Aeby & Aeby, 2013).  There are six major assumptions of andragogy 
(Carpenter-Aeby & Aeby, 2013; Taylor & Kroth, 2009).  The first assumption is as 
people mature their self-concept moves from a dependent personality towards one of a 
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self-directing person (Knowles, 1984).  Second, adults accumulate a reservoir of 
experience which becomes a rich resource for learning (Knowles, 1984).  Third, adults 
have an eagerness to learn, and the readiness of an adult to learn developmental tasks 
coincide with their social role (Knowles, 1984).  Fourth, adults are more oriented to 
learning to cope with current life problems thus time perspective changes as an individual 
matures to an immediacy of application of knowledge making adults more problem 
centered than subject centered in learning (Knowles, 1984).  Fifth, motivation is an 
internal force rather than external factors of perceived requirements, and lastly, adults 
need to know the reason for learning something and when they deem something valuable 
they will invest a considerable amount of resources (Knowles, 1984).  
With the aforementioned assumptions in mind, andragogy is used in the 
development of trainings for Extension personnel and are designed to upgrade 
knowledge, skills, and abilities to help them assume greater responsibility over time and 
upward career movement (Halim & Ali, 1997).  However,  Extension employees are 
responsible for their own career and professional development (Halim & Ali, 1997).  
Extension professional associations are one avenue for professional development for 
Extension professionals.   
Why People Join Professional Associations 
 Markova, Ford, Dickson, and Bohn (2013) suggested benefits of membership, 
obligation to participate, and cooperation among colleagues were primary reasons for 
joining an association.  Pulliam (2007) indicated professional associations are important 
facilitators for an individual’s career and listed five areas that professional association 
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membership could benefit professionals including (a) information, (b) networking, (c) 
employment, (d) conferences, and (e) research. A study conducted by Warren and 
Wilkinson (2008) echoed what Pulliam stated but included benefits such as salary 
improvement and continuing professional development.  Professional associations also 
offer processes for ensuring members are equipped with the appropriate knowledge about 
their profession (Markova, Ford, Dickson & Bohn, 2013).   
Professional associations play a variety of roles in the development of individuals 
including providing informal and formal leadership, creating and shaping professional 
development, and providing resources (Berger, 2014).  In addition, professional 
associations can provide previously mentioned services to a multitude of audiences or to 
a more particular audience (Berger, 2014).  However, professional associations are 
typically geared towards their members in regards to benefits produced (Mook, Handy, 
Ginieniewicz, & Quarter, 2007). Coffe and Geys (2007) argued association memberships 
empower individuals and develop their democratic values, generalized trust, and 
cooperative norms.   
Some of the ways professional association members lead by informal or formal 
means is by serving as board and committee members, organizing professional meetings, 
fundraising, and recruiting or training members (Nezbit & Gazley, 2012).  Often, 
members volunteer for their professional association tasks, as is the case in many 
Extension associations in Tennessee (Nezbit & Gazley, 2012).  These volunteers serve 
essential functions of supporting young professionals, member recruitment, and also 
ensure the credibility and quality of the association (Nezbit & Gazley, 2012).    
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Professionals identify with an association similar to the way they would with 
other social groups and entities (Markova, et al, 2013). Associations serve as a valuable 
social function for those who are like minded in the same type of professional field 
(Markova et al., 2013).  Professionals participate in voluntary organizations as a vehicle 
for interaction and relationship building (or networking) with colleagues (Wilderom & 
Miner, 1991).  On top of tangible benefits, Markova et al. (2013) indicated the 
opportunity to receive symbolic benefits described as creating a professional identity.   
Barriers  
 The Community Roundtable (2016) provides a list of explicit and implicit barriers 
to participation in communities (i.e., associations, clubs, etc.).  Some explicit barriers 
include demographic criteria, membership fees, and member recommendations (The 
Community Roundtable, 2016).  Implicit barriers included skill levels, established 
cultures, technology, and community visibility (The Community Roundtable, 2016).    
West, Wolinsky, and Leeman (2015) presented a white paper on professional 
associations and young professionals highlighting challenges, success factors, and 
barriers of engaging young professionals.  Barriers listed include: (a) competition for 
engagement, (b) lack of leadership consensus, (c) historical bias, (d) lack of market 
identification and understanding, (e) lack of engagement sustainability, and (f) 
association structural gaps (West, Wolinsky & Leeman, 2015).   
As funding sources have diminished, fewer professionals are joining or renewing 
their membership in professional associations (Berger, 2014).  Funding for professional 
development has also seen a decrease (Berger, 2014).  Voluntary and nonprofit 
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professional associations, such as Extension professional associations, do not compensate 
their membership but members are expected to pay for the privilege of their membership 
(Markova, et al, 2013). Furthermore, many institutions are turning to in-house or grass-
roots professional development and relying less on professional associations to provide 
the resources and expertise previously sought after (Berger, 2014).  As a result, 
professional associations struggle to maintain a sense of relevance in any profession and 
fervently seek to retain existing members while attempting to attract new ones (Berger, 



















Chapter 1 provided an overview of Extension professional associations in 
Tennessee and framed the objectives for the study.  Chapter 2 detailed the theoretical 
foundations for this study and provided literature relevant to professional association 
membership.  This chapter describes the methodology used to conduct the study. 
Researcher Subjectivity 
 Two researchers were involved in this study: (a) an agricultural Extension 
graduate student and (b) an assistant professor of agricultural education.  The graduate 
student researcher has completed a bachelor’s degree in Child and Family Studies from 
Berea College, is an Extension agent, and is actively involved with an Extension state 
professional association. The graduate student researcher has also served as the regional 
director for Eastern Region TEAFCS and was elected to serve as state TEAFCS 
president-elect for 2016 and president in 2016.  The assistant professor is a former school-
based agricultural education teacher; has recently published works in the areas of leadership, 
STEM education, and college instruction; has prior experience with qualitative data 
collection techniques; and has published qualitative works.  
Collectively, we believe Extension agents construct attitudes and perceptions of 
Extension professional associations that influence their level of involvement.  In addition, 
we believe intentions influence behavior. These beliefs influenced and provided the basis 




Research Design and Description of Participants 
A basic qualitative research design was used for this study.  Ary, Jacobs, 
Sorenson and Walker (2014) outline that a basic qualitative design is a tool for 
understanding the perception of activities, events, and processes by participants.  
Merriam (1998) described the design as “simply seeks to discover and understand a 
phenomenon, a process or the perspectives and worldviews of the people involved” (p. 
11) and noted the approach allows for data rich in description and the emergence of 
reoccurring themes.  This study sought to investigate the attitudes and perceptions of 
members and nonmembers of Extension professional associations in Tennessee by 
conducting individual interviews.  A thematic analysis method was used to analyze the 
data (Ary et al., 2014). The participants of this study were Extension agents from the 
University of Tennessee and Tennessee State University.  Contact information for 
potential participants were obtained through the University of Tennessee/Tennessee State 
University Extension staff directory (University of Tennessee Extension, 2014).  The list 
of staff was compared to membership lists from Extension professional associations in 
Tennessee from 2015.  This process produced a list of association members and 
nonmembers.  All potential participants were listed in an Excel spreadsheet and the 
random number generator was used to select 14 members and 14 nonmembers to contact 
for possible participation.  A total of 7 members agreed to participate in the study.  After 
a response of three potential nonmember participants, a second round of correspondence 
to a random sample of eight nonmembers was sent and three additional nonmembers 
agreed to participate.  In total 36 Extension agents were contacted resulting in 7 members 
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and 6 nonmembers agreeing to participate in an individual interview. This selection 
process resulted in one member of the Tennessee Association for Agricultural Agents and 
Specialists, four members of the Tennessee Extension Association for Family and 
Consumer Sciences, and two members of the Tennessee Association of Extension 4-H 
Workers. In regard to nonmembers, two eligible nonmembers from each of the following 
professional associations participated: (a) Tennessee Association for Agricultural Agents 
and Specialists, (b) Tennessee Extension Association for Family and Consumer Sciences, 
and (c) Tennessee Association of Extension 4-H Workers. 
Data Collection and Instrumentation 
Data were collected through individual interviews with participants.  Due to 
resources available for travel and participant availability, individual phone and face-to-
face interviews were conducted.  There were seven member and six nonmember 
interviews conducted for a total of 13.  The interviews were approximately 30 minutes in 
length.  Semi-structured interview guides were developed for member and nonmember 
interviews.  The semi-structured approach creates a guide of questions that may be 
modified during the interview process and allows new questions to come up during the 
interview (Ary et al., 2014). The two semi-structured interview guides are provided 
below. 
Association Member Interview Questions: 
1. Discuss your involvement in professional associations in Tennessee. 
2. What evens/meetings/professional development opportunities have you 
participated in and what are your perceptions of those 
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events/meetings/professional development opportunities? (National, State, 
Regional meetings, education tours, etc.) 
a. Have you ever been an officer at any level? (Regional, State, National) 
b. If so, please describe that experience. 
3. What are your perceptions of the value/lack of value of membership and 
participation in Extension professional associations? 
4. In what ways has your professional association benefited or not benefited you as a 
professional or person? 
5. What motivates you to be involved in your respective association? 
a. Who or what encouraged you to join your professional association and 
why? 
6. Have you ever attended a state meeting for your association?  Describe if these 
meetings are beneficial or not to members professional development. 
7. If you were talking to a non-member(s), how would you describe Extension 
professional associations? 
8. Is there anything else about Extension professional associations you would like to 
share? 
Non-Member Interview Questions 
1. What are your perceptions of Extension professional associations? 




3. Please, discuss why you are not involved in professional associations in 
Tennessee. 
4. Have you previously been a member of a professional association in Tennessee? 
a. If yes, why have you decided to no longer be a member? 
5. Have you participated in events/meetings/professional development opportunities 
offered by Extension professional associations? 
a. If so, what are your perceptions of those events/meetings/professional 
development activities? (National, State, Regional meetings, educational 
tours, etc.) 
6. Have you ever been recruited to join an association? 
a. If yes, by what means? 
7. Please discuss any personal or professional barriers to joining an Extension 
professional association. 
8. Is there anything else about Extension professional associations you would like to 
share? 
Data Analysis 
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.  Each member and 
nonmember was assigned a letter and number combination (e.g., N1, M1, and M2) to 
maintain confidentiality.  We used the block and file approach to conduct a thematic 
analysis (Grbich, 2007). After reading through the transcribed data multiple times, we 
independently organized the data into color-coded segments in order to categorize data 
into themes.  After the data was color-coded, we compared coding and came to a 
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consensus on emergent themes present in the data.  Data was examined again to 
collectively develop titles for each emergent theme. Appropriate data were then included 
as evidence of the themes.  These steps were taken to create more dependability in this 
study through interrater agreement (Ary et al., 2014).  Three reviewers were involved 
being the graduate student researcher, the assistant professor, and a graduate student 
worker in the Agricultural Leadership, Education and Communications department.   
Credibility for this research was maintained through member checks in which the 
research shared interpretations of the data to clear up any possible misunderstandings 
(Ary et al., 2014).  Member checks were done during interviews and can be found in the 
interview transcript data.  Another step taken for credibility was low-inference 
descriptors in which the actual words or quotes from respondents were used in the 
thematic reporting (Ary et al., 2014).  Also, confirmability and dependability were 
created through an audit trail of the research process involving raw data, audio tapes, and 













Chapter 1 provided an overview of Extension professional associations in 
Tennessee and the objectives for this study.  Chapter 2 detailed the theoretical 
foundations for this study and provided literature relevant to professional association 
membership.  Chapter 3 described the methodology used to conduct the study, and 
Chapter 4 provides the findings of this study.  Data analysis revealed themes for members 
and nonmembers of Extension professional associations.  Themes common to members 
and nonmembers were (a) networking and connection, (b) membership costs, and (c) 
value.  Member only themes included: (a) awards and (b) motivation to join.  
Nonmember only themes included: (a) lack of information and functional understanding 
and (b) recruitment.   
Members and Nonmembers 
Networking and Connection 
 Every participant perceived Extension professional associations as an avenue for 
networking and connection (M1, M2, M3, M4, M5, M6, M7, N1, N2, N3, N4, N5, N6).  
Participant M1 stated, “the association really does give you the ability to network across 
the region and state.”  Various other participants echoed those sentiments and discussed 
the ability to “connect” with agents in other regions or across the state (M1, M2, M3, M4, 




If you do not reach out to others, in the midst of an association, at the regional or 
state level, you are doing yourself a disservice because you are not going to be 
successful.  You have to make connections with other people.   
Participant N4 expressed without association membership “you do not get to connect if 
you are spread out like we are through the counties and state.”  Furthermore, many 
participants viewed Extension professional associations as an avenue to make personal 
connections (M2, M3, M4, M5, M7, N3, N4, N5). Participant M4 described professional 
association participation as “a good chance to connect with some other agents on a 
different level that you don’t normally get to do.” Another agent described the informal 
conversations that organically occur at association meetings as personally beneficial – 
“what happens in the non-formal group is so vitally important to our health, mental 
health, and recharging our batteries” (M5).  
Value 
 Both members and nonmembers provided insight into their perceived value of 
Extension associations.  A number of positive terms related to value were used by the 
participants including “helpful” (M1), “has value” (M2), “good programs” (N4), and “a 
good thing” (N6). However, two nonmember participants indicated they felt there is 
minimal to no value in professional associations (N1, N2).   
 Similarly, the member data revealed a divide in how regional association 
meetings are viewed.  Some members felt participating in the regional meetings were 
beneficial (M1, M4, M6).  Members (M1, M4, M6) noted the ability to network across 
the region, feeling connected to other agents, and time for sharing program ideas, 
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strategies, and successes or failures added value to association membership and meeting 
participation. Participant M2 stated, “As I get older I will probably appreciate it, 
[professional associations], and value it a whole lot more.”  Participant M5 provided 
another perspective and stated explicitly that their regional association meetings hold “no 
value.”  Another participant was not as passionate that there was a lack of value, but that 
the regional meetings were just “boring” (M7).  Participant M7 went on to explain, “They 
[regional association meetings] should be education in the way that some education 
relates back to our job, but at the same time I think there should be more [time] where we 
can interact on a personal level.” Participant M7 acknowledged the difficulty in planning 
regional meetings with a balance between “fun” and professional development. 
Participants discussed the state and national meetings in a more positive light than 
the regional meetings.  Participants stated the state meetings are helpful and a great way 
to network across the state (M1, M4, M7). Participant M5 remarked, “Going to statewide 
or national meetings help me realize the work I’m doing is equal to the work of someone 
who has a traditional Extension degree.  It helps me know I’m doing a good job and also 
where I can do better.”  Those who spoke of national meetings praised how “amazing” 
those association level meetings were for them (M4, M5, M7).  Participants M4, M5, and 
M7 felt the opportunity to meet colleagues across the country and establish relationships 
with them was valuable and time well spent.   
As with the professional meetings, participants had mixed feelings about the value 
of professional development opportunities provided through Extension professional 
associations.  Most members expressed professional development provided by the 
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associations were needed (M1, M2, M3, M4, M5, M6). One member described the ability 
to obtain professional development through webinars and how association meetings 
(regional, state, national) can provide programming ideas and resources that grow agent’s 
professionally (M4).  Another participant described how professional associations 
benefited them by improving their programming by providing opportunities for agent 
idea and program sharing in all three Extension programming areas [family and consumer 
sciences, agriculture, and 4-H] (M6).  
Other participants expressed they did not believe the Extension associations 
would help them grow professionally (M1, N1, N2, N5, N6).  While participant M1 did 
say they are helpful organizations, M1 also stated, “They do not help you like they come 
across in terms of professional development.”  Nonmember N1 asked, “What do I get in 
return? Just putting something in my promotion packet?”  Other participants did not see a 
benefit for their career or programming goals and needs (N2, N5, N6).  One nonmember 
described what they want in a professional association or organization: “A professional 
organization where I think I’d benefit is going to be where I’m given more skills to do 
my job better.” (N5).   
A final piece regarding the value of professional associations that participants 
addressed revolved around promotion purposes.  Some participants felt the only value of 
the professional associations are for promotional purposes (M1, M6, M7, N1).  
Participant M7 stated, “Quite honestly, we are expected to be a member of a professional 
association.  It just looks better on your performance appraisal…. [and] on your vita.   
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Nonmember N1 who was a member previously expressed, “There’s professional credit… 
but other than looking good, what is the return on it?”   
Membership Costs 
 Both members and nonmember discussed membership costs, and several noted 
the high cost of dues (M1, M6, M7, N1, N2, N3, N5).  Participant M1 stated, “The dues 
are extremely high.”   Others described that they are not sure what the cost of 
membership is providing to them as a benefit or return on investment (M1, N1, N5).  
Participant M6 felt “begrudging of the money” early on in their career when they “paid 
out of pocket and it is a strain on young agents with a starting salary to come up with that 
kind of money”. Nonmember N3 explained, “My first year is paid.  I would consider 
joining but I’m trying to figure out a [personal] budget and with that I may not be able to 
join right away” without the first year membership waiver (N3).   
 While more than half of the participants indicated they felt costs were too high, 
others felt differently or had mixed emotions (M2, M3, M4, M5, N4, N6).  Nonmember 
N6 stated, “It doesn’t keep me from joining but it does make me question it”.  Participant 
M3 felt agents “have a voice” if they feel they can’t afford the dues.  Participant M4 
stated “They aren’t ridiculously expensive…. [and] if you use the webinars and the 
connections you get it’s worth the money.”  Participant M5 pointed out the cost of 
membership goes “for good things” such as speakers [at meetings and conferences] and 
first year member scholarships.   
 Some agents expressed they had a split position or job appointment.  These 
participants stated “it is expensive if you’re a member of one or two associations” (M7), 
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and “I would choose an association each year” (N1).  Participant N1 continued 
explaining, “I have never been a member of both associations [at the same time] because 
I won’t shell out over 200 dollars for something I’m still not seeing.” Participant N4, 
another split appointment agent, anticipated joining the association they felt most 
benefited them and their split appointment percentage due to time and relevance more 
than cost as “fee based money” is available in their county to supplement the cost. 
Participant N5 did not feel that the cost of joining two associations was an issue for them, 
but pointed out that Extension professional associations are not consistent in cost across 
the three major program areas.   
Members 
Awards 
 Nearly half the members stated that the awards system is a way to recognize 
achievement (M1, M2, M3).  Participant M3 summed up the awards process as an 
effective professional validation tool: 
It is a good way for people to get recognition for outstanding programs…. No one 
can say you’re not doing an admirable job if you have won a state award once 
every other year…Nothing can help you better professionally than your programs 
[being] recognized.  
Agents acknowledged awards as a tool for recognition (M1, M2, M3), however some   
found the process of awards difficult or vague (M1, M2, M4).  Participant M4 described 
the awards as “time consuming” and stated the process did not feel rewarding when you 
have to self-nominate and apply.  Participant M4 suggested the associations should 
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consider “having committees who recommend agents for an award.”  Participant M7 
believed awards are “expected” and that “you’re rated a little higher if you went above 
and beyond” in regards to performance evaluation. 
Motivation to Join 
 Several members professed to have joined because of benefits that result from 
Extension association membership and participation (M2, M3, M4, M7).  These benefits 
included webinars or professional development (M4), opportunities to serve in leadership 
(M2), professional affiliation and comradery (M3), and the perception that membership 
and participation positively influenced performance appraisals (M7).  Participant M2 
stated their participation was to “learn and gain assets.”  Colleagues that were already 
involved in associations provided encouragement to become a member (M2). Participant 
M3 stated the reason they joined, “I just wanted to know my good coworkers and it was a 
good chance to [do that]. Later, participant M3 added their motivation is the fact that 
“this is a worthy organization.” Another participant reflected on the ability to participate 
in professional development through webinars along with the recognition as a 
professional as motivation (M4).  Additionally, participant M5 claimed professional 
associations give you “a voice” and, “If you’re not involved you don’t have a voice.”    
 Beyond benefits, a few members articulated regional staff were the reason they 
joined (M1, M6).  Participant M1 said, “Our leaders… encourage us to join.” Participant 
M6 said, “It was regional staff telling me I was going to [join] that motivated me the first 
few years, but now I get enough out of it [Extension professional association 
membership] that it is worth my time.”  Participant M7 described the “strong 
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encouragement” from regional staff, but added, “If you’re interested in moving up, I 
think it looks good to be a part of different associations.”  
Nonmembers 
Lack of Information and Functional Understanding  
All nonmembers consistently reported not having enough information regarding 
Extension professional associations (N1, N2, N3, N4, N5, N6).  More specifically, 
nonmembers expressed lack of knowledge or information related to how to join and what 
benefits the Extension associations provided to members (N1, N2, N3, N4, N6). Three 
nonmembers stated they did not know who to contact (N3, N4, N6).  Phrases such as, “I 
would like that [the reason for association membership and participation] to be made 
clear,” (N2), “I didn’t know who was in charge” (N3), and “I think I need more 
information” (N4), occurred throughout the interviews.  Closely related to a lack of 
information was the acknowledgement of a lack of understanding related to the function 
of Extension professional associations (N1, N2, N3, N4, N5, N6).  Participant N2 stated 
they “have zero percent clue” about the function of Extension professional associations.  
Participants N2 and N3 indicated they received an “elevator speech” instead of an 
explanation of the function of Extension associations, and the elevator speech did not 
help them understand the function.  Participant N1 questioned the function of the regional 
associations and specified they had participated in professional Extension meetings in the 
past but still did not understand the function of the meetings.  Similarly, participant N2, 
who had been a member in the past, professed to not understand the purpose of being a 
member. Participant N2 stated,  
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Every time I pose that question to someone, everybody gave me this same line 
which I think was, I do not know, I mean it must be like the elevator speech for 
why I should join, but you get to share and network and all that great stuff.  
Which I do on a computer on a daily basis.  If I need something I generally seek it 
out from somebody I know that is experienced….  I use my mentor quite 
regularly.  Unless he does not know the answer or is not familiar with that 
program area, he usually sends me down a pathway where I can get that 
information.”    
Recruitment 
 Nonmembers discussed how they were recruited to join professional associations.  
Half of the participants discussed how the majority of their recruitment was via email 
correspondence (N2, N4, N6).  Two nonmembers described receiving personal contact as 
a recruitment method (N3, N4).  Participants N1 and N3 also noted the information about 
professional associations was presented at new agent orientation.  Participant N2 
described how they were “strongly encouraged” to join associations by regional or state 
staff.  Similarly, participant N1 indicated regional and state staff referred to association 
membership as an expectation.  Participant N6 stated professional associations “only 
contact when our dues are due or when a ‘share day’ is coming and to apply for awards.”  
Participant N6 also explained they were once a member and decided to not renew their 
membership, however they were never contacted due to lapsed membership.  Participant 
N6 did suggest having an informational brochure or packet for new agents or 
nonmembers that discusses tangible benefits and answers frequently asked questions.   
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 Participant N2 discussed that being a nonmember was a “negative remark” on 
their performance appraisal and to have a stronger promotion packet, they should get 
involved.  Suggestions from a direct supervisor on participant N2’s performance 
appraisal was considered recruitment.  Participant N5 described their only recruitment as 
a result of coming into contact with a state officer.  “That has been the only person [to 
recruit me] so far” (N5). 
 Participant N4 described how personal communication via telephone would be a 
great initial recruitment tool to describe how to join, member responsibilities, and the 
purpose of the organization.  Participant N3 stated a deeper description of professional 
associations would be better at orientations as opposed to the “Hey, this is here,” feel that 
they currently present.  They thought more depth, clarity, and time for questions and 













Conclusions and Recommendations  
The purpose of this study was to investigate the attitudes and perceptions of 
Extension agents regarding Extension professional associations in Tennessee. Chapter 1 
provided an overview of Extension professional associations in Tennessee and framed the 
objectives for the study.  Chapter 2 detailed the theoretical foundations for this study and 
provided literature relevant to professional association membership. Chapter 3 described 
the methodology used to conduct the study and discussed key components to this study 
including research design, participants, instrumentation, and data collection and analysis. 
Chapter 4 detailed the findings from one-on-one interviews with participants and 
presented themes under three categories: (a) members and nonmembers, (b) members, 
and (c) nonmembers.  Chapter 5 provides the conclusions and recommendations of this 
study. 
Members and Nonmembers  
 Three themes emerged from the data relevant to members and nonmembers 
regarding Extension professional association membership: (a) networking and 
connection, (b) value, and (c) membership costs.    
 Ajzen (2005) stated the attitude toward a behavior is determined by the person’s 
evaluation of the outcomes associated with the behavior and by the strength of these 
associations.  In this study, we found participants evaluated the outcomes of Extension 
professional association membership through the lens of the three aforementioned 
themes.  Boyle et al. (2004) noted the most likely professional development activities that 
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produce sustained learning opportunities include networks where groups link in person to 
explore and discuss topics of interest, pursue common goals, and share information and 
address common concerns.  A majority of the participants indicated Extension 
professional association membership has the outcome of networking and connection on a 
regional, state, and national level.  The theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991) purports 
some intentions are influenced by attitude considerations while other by social norm 
considerations.  With nearly a 77% membership rate (total percentage of agents involved 
in any Extension professional association in Tennessee) and the belief that Extension 
professional associations are a source of networking and connection, it is likely Extension 
agents’ intentions are influenced both by attitude and social norms.  According to Ajzen 
(1991), the more favorable the attitude and subjective norm and the greater the perceived 
behavior control, the stronger the individual’s intention to perform the behavior in 
consideration. The congruent belief of members and nonmembers that Extension 
professional associations provide networking and connection and the possibility that 
membership is a social norm may explain why some nonmembers plan to join an 
Extension professional association.  
Participants in this study discussed value in varying degrees.  Some considered 
Extension professional associations to be extremely valuable while others were not as 
convinced.  Knowles (1984) indicated adults must know the reason for learning 
something, because when they consider something valuable they will invest considerable 
resources to learn.  Some of the participants have made a connection between Extension 
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professional associations and learning while others do not perceive Extension 
professional associations as an avenue for learning or professional development.   
The final theme occurring in both members and nonmembers was membership 
cost, and participants had mixed feelings.  Bradley and Baker (2014) listed five reasons to 
invest, both time and money, in professional development and they include: (a) to be 
subject matter experts, (b) development of skills, (c) credibility, (d) professional 
improvement with better practices, and (e) to share knowledge and encourage others to 
develop.  People who believe they do not have the resources or opportunities to perform a 
behavior are unlikely to form strong behavioral intentions, even if they have favorable 
attitudes towards the behavior (Ajzen, 2005).  A perceived lack of resources may explain 
why some Extension professionals do not join when they hold favorable attitudes of 
Extension professional associations.  On the other hand, some Extension professionals 
joined because they perceived the benefits of membership to be worth the cost.    
Members 
Members discussed intricacies of professional association membership regarding 
two major areas: (a) awards and (b) motivation to join.   
Members perceived awards as a way to recognize the achievement of 
professionals through Extension professional associations.  Knowles (1984) described 
how adults accumulate experience which turns into a resource for learning.  Awards can 
be described as the method through which Extension professionals can be recognized for 
their depth of experience and application of knowledge to educate citizens in Tennessee.  
What is more, the awards may also spur Extension professionals to seek professional 
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experiences which are then used to facilitate future learning and thus creating a cycle of 
professional development and learning.   
Members also discussed their motivation to join an Extension professional 
association.  According to Ryan and Deci (2000), intrinsic motivation focuses on 
psychological needs such as competence, autonomy, and relatedness.  The majority of 
members described their motivation coming from the desire for leadership, networking 
professional development, and webinars which can be equated to the need for 
competence (professional development and webinars), autonomy (leadership), and 
relatedness (networking).  Knowles (1984) indicated motivation is an internal force rather 
than external factors of a perceived requirement which further supports the perceived 
motivations mentioned by participants.  Ajzen (1991) discussed how a more favorable 
attitude and subjective norm with respect to the behavior, and the greater the perceived 
behavior control, an individual’s intention to perform the behavior in consideration will 
be stronger.  Most Extension professionals’ perceptions of benefits resulted in favorable 
attitudes of Extension professional associations.   
Nonmembers 
Nonmembers had a hard time articulating answers for questions which resulted in 
two thematic areas of data: (a) lack of information and functional understanding and (b) 
recruitment.  
An attitude toward a behavior is determined by an individual’s evaluation of 
outcomes associated with a behavior and the strength of those associations (Ajzen, 2005).  
Nonmembers indirectly described a lack of information and functional understanding of 
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Extension professional associations.  Nonmembers could not provide a description of 
Extension professional associations or how they function.  Because of their evaluation of 
outcomes related to the behavior, some nonmembers perceived Extension professional 
associations to have no value.  To further expound, Knowles (1984) indicated adults must 
know why they are learning something and when they consider something valuable they 
will invest resources.  Some nonmembers perceived no value because they did not 
understand the role of Extension professional associations and member benefits.  
Nonmembers with a greater understanding of the role of Extension professional 
associations were considering joining or planned to join next year, and thus they had 
made greater outcome associations with Extension professional associations.  
Subjective norms are perceived social pressures to perform or not to perform a 
behavior (Ajzen, 1991).  Recruitment is a type of social pressure to join an Extension 
professional association.  Ajzen (2005) further stated subjective norms are a function of 
perception that specific individuals (in this instance co-workers or supervisors) approve 
or disapprove of performing the behavior.  Nonmembers perceived they were recruited to 
join Extension professional associations through limited means.  Participants discussed 
limited means as minor contact such as mention at new employee orientation and yearly 
“dues renewal” emails.  Ajzen (1991) described attitude toward the behavior as an 
influential factor in an individual’s intentions.  If nonmembers are receiving limited 
contact or recruitment, their ability to develop an attitude towards Extension professional 
association membership is limited which could create limited influence of intentions to 
develop informed beliefs and commit to joining or becoming a member.   
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Recommendations for Practice and Future Research 
Recommendations for future practice and research are organized by the three 
major categories used in this study: (a) members and nonmember, (b) members, and (c) 
nonmembers.  We acknowledge that the referenced professional associations in 
Tennessee operate on a voluntary basis with no paid staff members.  With that in mind, 
we make the following recommendations to Tennessee Extension professional 
association state boards as points of consideration unless otherwise stated. 
Members and Nonmembers 
 Members and nonmembers perceived value in Extension professional 
associations.  The primary perceived value was networking and connection.  Participants 
described the need and value of being able to connect with fellow colleagues on a 
personal and professional level.  We recommend Extension professional associations 
maintain commitments to networking and establish means to make networking a key 
component in all meetings and conferences.  Participants detailed this need and value in 
depth, thus Extension professional associations would do well to provide structured 
networking and connections.  Research should be conducted to determine what avenues 
of networking benefit members of associations the most. 
 Continuing with perceived value, participants discussed the amount of 
professional development opportunities available.  Key discussions were held regarding 
webinars, association meetings, and program improvement.  We recommend Extension 
professional associations maintain the mission to provide professional development by 
specifically describing ways Extension professional associations can enhance the 
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professional development of Extension personal beyond university provided in-service 
trainings.  We suggest each meeting or conference describe the opportunities for 
professional development and ensure the professional development makes explicit 
connections to practical application in an Extension agent’s daily programming and 
county level efforts.  Possible research considerations for professional development 
should be examined in the framework of regional and state conferences to determine 
what types of professional development Extension agent’s would prefer to have 
presented.  Extension professional association members and leaders should engage in 
discourse related to the value of membership.  In addition, Extension professional 
associations should consider how they can communicate the value of Extension 
professional associations beyond the ability to attend conferences and view webinars.  
 Membership costs were another area of discussion among members and 
nonmembers.  We recommend Extension professional associations provide explicit 
information to members and potential members of what they receive for the cost of 
membership.  We recommend associations take the time to explain beyond simplified 
terms of “awards”, “conferences”, “professional development”, and “webinars” and 
discuss specific benefits of Extension professional associations.   This type of explanation 
could strengthen the perceived value of association membership to both members and 
nonmembers.  Future research should consider what Extension agents deem as an 






 Members discussed awards and the awards process.  Many perceived awards to be 
recognition for outstanding efforts or as a validation tool for programming 
accomplishments.  While awards processes and systems are structured from a national 
level, one recommendation for awards specifically from a participant was to create a 
nomination committee to identify members who qualify for specific awards.  As a result, 
we recommend Extension professional associations take this into consideration as a tool 
to encourage members to apply for awards and thus create a formal structure for 
recognizing or identifying exemplary work.  Future research should evaluate the effects 
of a nominating committee on motivation to apply and job performance. Also, since 
awards are a major motivator, future research should determine the most appropriate 
means to recognize outstanding work in Tennessee while preparing award recipients for 
national recognition.     
 Participants developed motivation or intention to join Extension professional 
associations from perceived benefit and value.  Value and benefit has been previously 
described in the member and nonmember section.  Of other note, some participants stated 
their motivation to join was fueled by promotion packet purposes or by regional staff.  
We recommend Extension professional associations be proactive in recruitment and 
create a culture that Extension professionals want to take part in willingly as opposed to 
“strong encouragement” from regional staff and ramifications of a promotion submission.    
Future research should further examine the motivational factors discovered in this study 




 Two themes appeared from interviews with nonmembers: (a) lack of information 
and functional understanding and (b) recruitment.  We believe these two items are 
intertwined and require education.  Extension professional associations are comprised of 
agents that work solely through research-based educational programming.  We 
recommend Extension professional associations provide a full picture that describes 
exactly what these associations do and provide.  We further recommend member 
recruitment representatives be provided with specific tools or suggestions for recruitment 
beyond a yearly email.  Participants indicated they only received materials when a 
meeting was coming or specifically for membership dues.  Nonmembers have a need for 
knowledge because they do not understand what the Extension professional associations 
provide.  We recommend Extension professional associations do an evaluation of their 
member recruitment techniques and assess how to better serve members and nonmembers 
during periods of recruitment.  Future research should examine best practices of 
recruitment and implement those practices and determine if implementation increases 
knowledge among nonmembers over time.   
One additional item of consideration from this study would be “split agents” or 
agents with more than one job appointment (e.g., Agriculture/4-H agent or Family and 
Consumer Sciences/4-H agent).  The Extension personnel falling in this category may 
need more information about associations to make an educated decision regarding which 
association they should join to receive the most benefit and professional develop in their 
appointment areas. This is something that may be considered when promoting 
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associations to new agents and those classified as “split agents.”  Research is needed to 
determine effective ways of providing professional development for agents with multiple 
appointments, and Extension professional association(s) may be able to partially fulfill or 
fully fulfill this need.   
Future research should consider exploring specific Extension professional 
associations (TEAFCS, TAE4-HW, TAAA&S) and discovering the differences between 
these associations in Tennessee in regard to attitude and perception.  This study provided 
a foundation for Tennessee Extension professional associations regarding member 
perception.  Future research should also study benefits of Extension professional 
associations and barriers to joining professional association membership with more 
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Email to Participants 
Fellow Extension Agent,  
 
You have been randomly selected as a potential participant for a research study entitled 
“Extension Professionals Engagement in Professional Associations: Attitudes and 
Perceptions”.  This study seeks to explore the attitudes and perceptions of Extension 
professionals (both members and non-members) regarding professional associations in 
Tennessee Extension.   
 
This study will be qualitative and only require approximately 30 minutes to one (1) hour 
of your time in an interview setting.  This can take place via Zoom (no video required) or 
in person based on your availability and proximity to Southeast Tennessee. 
                                                                                                                                                
                                                                                             
If you are willing to volunteer your time for research that can possibly help strengthen 
Extension professional associations in Tennessee, please reply to me by October 14th 
at 4:30pm. 
If you have any further questions about what may be required of you with this study, 























Please read this consent document carefully before you decide to participate in this study. 
 
Protocol Title: Extension Professionals Engagement in Professional Associations 
 
Purpose of the research study: The purpose of this study is to explore the attitudes and 
perceptions of Extension professionals towards Extension professional associations in 
Tennessee.    
 
What you will be asked to do in the study: You will be asked approximately 6 to 8 
questions regarding professional associations in Tennessee. 
 
Time required: The interview will take approximately 30-45 minutes. 
 
Risks: There are no anticipated risks.    
 
Benefits:  The information gained will be used to provide Extension professional 
associations in Tennessee information on how members and non-members think about 
and perceive these associations.  
 
Compensation: There is no compensation for participating in this study.  
 
Confidentiality: Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law.  
The file connecting your name to your survey responses will be destroyed after three 
years.  Your name will not be used in any report.  Reported data will be aggregated and 
not linked to you.    
 
Voluntary participation: Your participation in this study is voluntary. There is no 
penalty for not participating.  If you choose to participate, you do not have to answer any 
question that you do not wish to answer.      
 
Right to withdraw from the study: You have the right to withdraw from the study at 
any time without consequence.  
 
Whom to contact if you have questions about the study: Christopher Stripling, 
Assistant Professor, 320 Morgan Hall, 2621 Morgan Circle, Knoxville, TN 37996–4511, 
865-974-3344, cstripling@utk.edu 
 
Please indicate if you agree or do not agree to participate in this study.  
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